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Abstract: 
Economic success, and a commitment to the social benefits of inclusive 
training opportunities are important goals for public vocational education 
and training (VET). Currently, in Australia, VET policy is a shared 
responsibility between the Commonwealth and the States and Territories. 
Priorities for investment are juggled between: a) improving efficiency and 
responsiveness; and b) providing societal prosperity. Amid recent VET 
educational reforms and policy directives the authors of this paper 
undertook a pilot study examining language, literacy and numeracy 
support and inclusive teaching and learning practices in a Diploma of 
Nursing course. The data highlighted implications arising from new market 
driven education reforms. This article reports on identified factors that 
influenced inclusive learning opportunities, noticeably associated with two 
recent policy developments: the release of the FSK Foundation Skills 
Training Package (IBSA 2014); and the Queensland’s Higher Skills Program 
Policy 2014-15. 
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   Juggling Priorities: Balancing economic and social drivers to address the LLN 
needs of students in the VET sector 
Abstract 
Economic success, and a commitment to the social benefits of inclusive training 
opportunities are important goals for public vocational education and training (VET). 
Currently, in Australia, VET policy is a shared responsibility between the 
Commonwealth and the States and Territories. Priorities for investment are juggled 
between: a) improving efficiency and responsiveness; and b) providing societal 
prosperity. Amid recent VET educational reforms and policy directives the authors of 
this paper undertook a pilot study examining language, literacy and numeracy support 
and inclusive teaching and learning practices in a Diploma of Nursing course. The data 
highlighted implications arising from new market driven education reforms. This article 
reports on identified factors that influenced inclusive learning opportunities, noticeably 
associated with two recent policy developments: the release of the FSK Foundation 
Skills Training Package (IBSA 2014); and the Queensland’s Higher Skills Program 
Policy 2014-15. 
Keywords: language literacy and numeracy; VET; nursing; contestable markets; social 
benefits; education reform 
Introduction 
The Vocation Education and Training (VET) sector occupies an important place in 
Australian education. VET has long been linked to the dual concerns of economic and 
skill development, as well as optimising the social benefits of accessible and inclusive 
education and training. Increasingly economic and social transformations have changed 
the literacy practices and demand for skills of individuals and workplaces. Rapid 
innovation in Information Communication and Technologies (ICT), growth in global 
service markets and requirement for structural adjustment across a range of industries 
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have led to increasing demand for employees who can be quickly trained with 
productivity enhancing skills. VET is a key part of Australia’s economy (both nationally 
and internationally) and there is a direct relationship between the VET sector and 
employment and economic policy. Currently, VET policy is a shared responsibility 
between the Commonwealth and the States and Territories, wherein investment policies 
attempt to find a balance between: 
a) cultivating funding arrangements to deliver economic success via competition 
and demand-driven contestable models (Commonwealth of Australia, 2014); 
and  
b) ensuring people currently excluded or marginally attached to work and learning 
are given the training and support to gain the skills they need (National VET 
Equity Advisory Councils, 2011. p.3).  
This paper begins by outlining the policy context in which this study was undertaken. It 
then discusses different approaches to supporting Language, Literacy and Numeracy 
(LLN) development in VET contexts, and specifically, the LLN requirements of a 
Diploma of Nursing course in Queensland. A socio-cultural view of inclusive learning is 
used to describe and analyse the approaches to LLN support. Finally, the paper considers 
the implications for achieving VET priorities.  
Queensland Government Investment Plan  
The National Partnership Agreement on Skills Reform (NPASR) developed by 
Council of Australian Governments (COAG) in 2012, along with Queensland’s Higher 
Skills Program Policy 2014-15, targeted investment and initiatives to redress the 
foundational skills deficits that affect employment and productivity across the workforce. 
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To maximise funding from NPASR, the Queensland Government agreed to develop a 
contestable training market approach.  
As the public funded VET provider, TAFE provides a significantly high share in 
the delivery of social benefits for students who have the most difficulty accessing 
opportunities to improve their life, education and employment prospects, and in providing 
training for skills in areas of shortage (Stone, 2012). The Queensland Government’s five 
year action plan ‘Great skills: Real opportunities’ released in June 2013, featured a 
significant reform program for TAFE with a focus on improving efficiency and 
responsiveness in the VET sector.  
Changes to how the Queensland Government invested in training was intended to 
establish ‘for the first time [… ] fully contestable [funding arrangements]… with a focus 
on courses and qualifications that are most likely to lead to employment for graduates’ 
(Queensland Government, 2013. p. 4). However, amid Queensland’s traditionally low 
investment in VET by national standards (Noonan, Burke, Wade &and Pilcher, 2014) and 
the relatively high cost of training delivery, ensuring equity of access and meeting the 
‘high skill–high participation’ workforce remit may prove to be a metaphorical juggling 
act.  
Critical concerns have been raised about the new demand-driven contestable 
training market approach and also balancing broader social equity issues and benefits 
provided by the VET sector and more specifically TAFE. Most state and territory TAFE 
public providers are required to deliver a disproportionate number of programs with a 
higher cost in an open market, while they also have a community service obligation to 
provide free or low-cost courses for disadvantaged students (Ball, 2005).  
Significant challenges that TAFE Queensland face in the new contestable training 
market are meeting required industrial award conditions for employees, and larger capital 
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infrastructure and capital maintenance costs. These challenges impact the ability to offer 
competitive programs, by comparison with private providers and impact recruitment and 
retention of students (Brown, 2013). Economic changes driven by productivity and the 
burden of high costs in the VET sector put at risk the provision of resources and 
meaningful support to meet the needs of diverse learners including quality in teaching 
and learning, course content, design and delivery, and a full range of education support 
services (Tapp, 2014; Brown, 2013; Mark and Karmel, 2010). 
The Australian Core Skills framework  
Alongside chang s to how the Queensland Government invest in VET, the 
Australian Government undertook reform to deliver a consistent national approach to 
improve education and employment outcomes for working age Australians with low 
levels of foundation skills. The goals of the Australian Core Skills framework are to meet 
the needs of learners with low LLN skills to become part of a more skilled and productive 
workforce (Commonwealth of Australia, 2012).  The Australian Core Skills Framework 
is a tool that maps the core skills requirements of education and training courses or units 
in order to clarify and articulate core skills expectations, priorities and gaps (Department 
of Industry, Innovation, Science, 2015). 
 
VET provides training and education for double the proportion of students from 
low socioeconomic backgrounds compared with other higher education institutions; triple 
the proportion of students from non-English-speaking backgrounds; and five times the 
proportion of Indigenous students (Skills Australia, 2011). It is paramount to safeguard 
adequate equity resources and LLN learning support to make the most of VET 
educational opportunities for students from low socioeconomic backgrounds and 
therefore higher levels of participation in the workforce. 
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Approaches to LLN teaching in the VET sector 
Economic and social differences are continuously changing the literacy practices 
of individuals and workplaces. Education and training institutions must respond to the 
kind of literacy practices that are valued and how to demonstrate competencies in order to 
gain recognition and accreditation (Holm, and Pitkänen-Huhta, 2012). The quality of 
teaching and assessment and the appropriateness of teaching and assessment strategies for 
LLN students’ needs are fundamental to increasing literacy and numeracy skills and 
vocational training completions (Black and Yasukawa, 2013).  
In reflecting on what has been done in Australia to address literacy and numeracy 
requirements and the LLN needs for future workforces three generational approaches to 
the acquisition of LLN skills have been described by Waterhouse and McHardy (2012 
p.25). The first, the preparatory paradigm, assumes literacy and numeracy are basic 
skills attained prior to individuals’ work life. The second generational approach, the 
remedial (deficit) paradigm is premised on perceived deficits or gaps that need to be 
addressed in training to enable effective workplace performance. A key concept of this 
paradigm is the notion that LLN education needs to be ‘built in’ and not ‘bolted on’ 
(Wignall, 1999) to VET training packages and accredited courses (Queensland VET 
Development Centre, 2011). Though the ‘built-in’ approach is widely endorsed, it is 
recognised that this approach is still not a system-wide reality and integrating LLN skills 
development in training and assessment practices is not addressed consistently 
(Department of Education, Training and Employment (DETE), 2011). Black and 
Yasukawa (2013) suggest that LLN programs continue to fit a deficit approach.   
The problem with a deficit approach to LLN skills development is that programs 
are delivered to fill a gap or deficiency that exists within a learner or group of learners, 
rather than contextualised as core skills essential to performance and competency 
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standards of the contemporary workplace. The deficit approach has been criticised as 
being highly decontextualised and less meaningful and relevant method of teaching LLN 
skills (Black and Yasukawa, 2013; Waterhouse and McHardy, 2012).  
Based on Australian Bureau of Statistics it can be assumed that almost 50% of 
learners in VET have LLN skills below a sufficient level for the training in which they 
are enrolled (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2014; Commonwealth of Australia, 2006). 
Further, only a small proportion of learners actually end up in specialised LLN skills 
development programs (DETE, 2011). Conceptualising LLN problems as the deficits of 
individual students positions responsibility with the individual to transform, rather than a 
responsibility to transform learning frameworks to develop all students’ deeper 
understanding of knowledge (Wingate, 2006). 
The integration of LLN support into the teaching of vocational course material is 
seen as a positive shift that involves the simultaneous delivery of LLN and Vocational 
skills (Courtney and Mawer. 1995). Integrated approaches encapsulate a social capital 
perspective focused on learning within a fluid and multi-layered process, without overtly 
labelling or targeting the core skills capability of individual learners. As such, pedagogy 
for adult LLN should be embedded in contexts of networks, ties and knowledge within 
everyday social and working life (Taylor, Trumpower, and Pavic, 2013). 
It is argued that learners engage more fully in learning when they recognise the 
relevance of the LLN skills as critical vocational skills for their future profession 
(Retford, 2013; Perkins, 2009; Marr and Hagston, 2007; Casey et al., 2006). Appreciation 
of the contingent and highly contextualised nature of LLN skills has led to, what 
Waterhouse and McHardy (2012) framed as, the third generational approach, a 
developmental systems approach. This paradigm features open dialogue with a focus on 
systems and capacity building as a key concept in LLN skills development. Embracing a 
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critical and holistic perspective, workplace literacy and numeracy development is 
contexualised within the system in which people are working. This paradigm 
conceptualises LLN learning, teaching and development beyond the deficits of the 
individual student to explore opportunities in multiple ways to give meaning to LLN in 
particular situations. 
In practice though, a developmental systems approach, in adult LLN pedagogies 
is complex. The benefits of an integrated approach are not achieved by simply adding 
delivery of adult literacy and numeracy education to the vocational teacher’s 
responsibilities. A research report from the UK specified that learners benefit from being 
taught by teams of staff, each with their own different areas (Casey, et. al, 2006). 
Similarly, a recent audit of LLN practices at Southbank Institute of Technology (SBIT) 
found a collaborative approach motivated staff and supported them to better understand 
the need to apply an integrated approach to develop the core skills of learners within the 
classroom (Healy, 2013). 
A key factor in meeting the needs of learners with low LLN skills in the 
vocational education and training sector is the importance of building the capability of 
practitioners and the system more broadly to meet the literacy and numeracy needs of 
learners, while also supporting specialty pedagogy expertise. 
The Diploma of Nursing and contextualising LLN skills development 
TAFE provides vocational education and training incorporating strong foundation skills 
to meet competitive employment and workplace requirements and standards. In 
Queensland, TAFE offers the Diploma of Nursing. Entry to nursing is accredited 
nationally by the Australian Nursing and Midwifery Advisory Council and all registered 
and enrolled nursing students are registered with the Australian Health Practitioner 
Regulation Agency. On successful graduation students can register as an Enrolled Nurse 
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through the Australian Health Practitioner Regulation Agency. Graduates must complete 
the equivalent of 1.5 years full-time study and are expected to exit with literacy and 
numeracy attainment of Level 5 in the Australian Core Skills Framework (ACSF). 
Core skills essential to the performance standard of enrolled nurses in the 
provision of patient-centred nursing care include: being information technology literate; 
demonstrating critical and reflective thinking; contributing to the formulation of care 
plans; interpreting patients’ charts (temperature, pulse and respiration rates); 
administering and monitoring medication; and having knowledge of legislation and 
common law pertinent to enrolled nursing practice (Australian Nursing Council, 2002). 
These core skills are essential to national competency standards and necessitate a high 
level of proficiency in LLN skills. However many students enrolled in the Diploma of 
Nursing at TAFE frequently have literacy and learning levels well below the required 
entry level (Livock, 2015). 
 
The Study 
The aim of the study was to explore the current practice of LLN and inclusive 
teaching and learning in a Diploma of Nursing (Enrolled/Division 2) course, provided at 
two TAFE campuses in Queensland. The Diploma of Nursing has a high proportion of 
English as second language students as well as students with limited prior education 
experiences. The Portfolio Manager at TAFE raised these issues as concerns affecting 
student retention and employability and requiring greater understanding to provide best 
practices.  
The study was framed by a social view of learning (Pellerin, 2013; Singh, 2012) 
and literacy practices (Gee, 2000; Street, 2003). This perspective suggests that learning is 
an active process that is situated within social and cultural contexts. These contexts 
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influence, and are influenced by, the learning and the learner. Didactic transmission of 
knowledge does not constitute learning, but rather learning is an active process of 
engaging with one’s prior knowledge, with others and with the materials and spaces 
within which the learning occurs. Opportunities to connect with, conceptualise, analyse 
and apply new knowledge are paramount in this view of learning (Kalantzis and Cope, 
2004) and constitute the literacies of any discipline (Freebody, Maton and Martin, 2008).   
The disciplinary focus is significant as the ways of knowing and doing differ 
across disciplines. This disciplinary focus highlights the importance of embedded literacy 
skills within courses, as opposed to generalised and abstract literacy programs. This 
concept has strong parallels with socio-cultural frameworks of literacy pedagogy such as 
Freebody and Luke’s (1990) Four Resources Model of literacy, central to educational 
reforms in Australia. Freebody and Luke note that effective literacy pedagogy includes a 
repertoire of practices that are inclusive of all learners, contexts and modes of textual 
production and consumption (see also: Macken-Horarik and Morgan, 2011).  
In inclusive classrooms in health-related courses, learners should be engaged in 
learning activities that teach them to break the codes of texts within the discipline, 
participate in the meanings of health-related texts, use texts functionally as nurses, and 
critically analyse texts to understand wider implications for health practice (Ryan et al., 
2012). Explicit attention to codes and conventions of health-related texts and contexts is 
essential, yet on its own is not sufficient. Understanding such texts and contexts in 
relation to one’s own background, experiences and current situation, and having the skills 
and knowledge to use these understandings in practical ways is crucial for health- literate 
individuals. Of course, the three resources of code breaking, making meaning, and 
pragmatic use do not occur in a vacuum. Health-literate professionals must convey 
critical information to interdisciplinary team members and be aware of the impact of their 
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choices and understandings on others, whether they have the best information for their 
situation and what other alternatives they may have (Gillespie, Gwinner, Fairweather, and 
Chaboyer, 2013). Inclusive pedagogy, therefore, develops active, critical and reflective 
learning.  
Research Method 
The aim of the pilot project was to explore the current practice of LLN and inclusive 
teaching and learning in Diploma of Nursing (Enrolled/Division 2) course at two TAFE 
campuses in Queensland. The study comprised three components underpinned by a 
qualitative approach. 
The first approach involved an appraisal of recent research, policy and literature, 
and a review of documents pertaining to the course. Course documents were provided by 
TAFE for review. These documents included de-identified student enrollment data, unit 
outlines for the preparatory course 123 Program, course guidelines for the units of 
competency from the Diploma of Nursing including: HLTEN506B -Apply principles of 
wound management in the clinical environment; HLTEN507C -Administer and monitor 
medications in the work environment; HLTEN508B -Apply reflective practice, critical 
thinking and analysis in health; and HLTEN513B -Implement and monitor nursing care 
for clients with chronic health problems. The key purpose of this approach was to explore 
known theories and understandings, to identify parallels with current practices and the 
reform situation and socio-cultural frameworks. 
The second approach involved observation of teaching and learning in 
classrooms. Drawing on the approach above, a dedicative orientation was applied to the 
development of an observation schedule for classroom observations by the research team. 
It was based on the work of other observational LLN studies and reports in vocational 
education (Benseman, Sutton, &and Lander, 2005; Casey, et.al., 2006).  A research 
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assistant observed 5 classrooms across both campuses. Observations were a minimum of 
one hour in length, and occurred at the start of the teaching day. The observations focused 
specifically on LLN and how this may be affecting and impacting teachers and learners in 
the nursing classroom. The classroom observation was designed to assist the research 
team in identifying the presence of pedagogy desirable in adult learning contexts, the 
LLN demands of the lesson being observed, teacher skill in communicating LLN-rich 
content to students, and student engagement with the vocational content within the 
classroom. 
The final approach involved semi-structured interviews with teachers and 
students. The interview questions were developed based on other research in the 
vocational LLN area using interviews as a means of data collection (Benseman, Sutton, 
&and Landor, 2005; Casey, et al., 2006). The interview protocol aimed at eliciting a 
comprehensive account of the teaching and learning experience. A thematic analysis was 
used to achieve the analytic purpose of identifying the themes or categories that emerged 
from the interview data (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011). The interviews were approximately 
30 minutes in length and audio-recorded. Interview data were partially transcribed (i.e. 
sometimes word-for-word or noted in a more concise summary form) from the audio 
recordings and responses from each participant were listed below each question. 
The following question guided aspects of the study reported on in this article: 
“What are the key changes in policy and funding that have impacted on TAFE course 
delivery?”  
Ethical clearance to conduct the project was sought and provided by the 
University Human Research Ethics Committee. TAFE endorsed the ethical clearance 
provided by the University Human Research Ethics Committee. 
Limitations  
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This was a small qualitative pilot study and therefore caution must be taken when 
drawing inferences from or extrapolating from the findings to other contexts. The study 
was carried out in two TAFE campuses during 2014 in a changing policy environment in 
one Australian State. The LLN support and inclusive teaching and learning practices were 
examined only in the Diploma of Nursing course and thus cannot exemplify all LLN 
support and inclusive teaching and learning in all courses delivered through the VET 
sector. Nevertheless, the findings offer potential to learn from, and continue to improve 
on, adult literacy and numeracy strategies in future VET policy and funding frameworks. 
Research participants 
The study participants included two cohort groups, teachers and students at two TAFE 
campuses referred to in this article as Campus A and Campus B. Research participants 
were contacted via email and through targeted contact of specific participant groups (e.g. 
teachers of units selected for classroom observation). To preserve confidentiality of the 
participants identifiers on the data have been removed and replaced by code. The research 
participants who contributed to the study are summarised below in Table 1:   
Table 1 Participant Summary  
Findings 
The findings of the study were indicative of influential policy changes for successful 
teaching and learning practices current at the time of the research. Several key changes in 
policy and funding impacted the delivery of the Diploma of Nursing course. These had 
implications for VET more broadly to meet the literacy and numeracy needs of learners, 
and for contextualising the core skills essential to the performance standard of enrolled 
nurses.  
This article reports on identified factors influencing LLN learning opportunities, 
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which were noticeably associated with two recent policy developments: the release of the 
FSK Foundation Skills Training Package (IBSA, 2014); and the Queensland’s Higher 
Skills Program Policy 2014-15. Findings are presented under four themes each of which 
presents combined data emergent from the three approaches to the study, that is the 
review of recent research, policy and literature and documents, the classroom 
observations, and the interviews with teachers and students. These themes are indicative 
of the influential arrangements for successful teaching and learning practices current at 
the time of the research. 
The Foundation Skills Training Package  
In May 2013 Innovation and Business Skills Australia (IBSA), released the foundation 
skills training package specifically addressing the Australian Core skills Framework 
(ACSF) core skills. In a move to tailor the foundation skills package to the particular 
requirements of the workplace, an upfront LLN skills building model was implemented 
for the Diploma of Nursing course, as well as numeracy workshops offered prior to and 
during semester two. The upfront foundation program entitled 123 Pathway Program was 
delivered at both TAFE campuses, and the Maths Medications Calculations workshop 
was delivered at only one campus. The foundation programs supported the nursing 
medications unit HLTEN507, the anatomy units, HLTAP 401B, HLTAP501C, and the 
Infection control unit HLTIN301C. 
Commencing in 2013 the Maths Medications Calculations workshop was offered 
to students from both campuses but only delivered at campus B by an LLN teacher, in 
June and July prior to students commencing their 2
nd
 semester unit HLTEN507C 
Administer and monitor medications in the working environment. A Maths Medications 
Calculations workshop was also offered just before the HLTEN507C exam in September 
2013 also only at Campus B. A total of 43 students attended out of an enrolment of just 
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over 120 students. 
The 123 Pathway Program was offered at two time points for the student cohorts 
who participated in the study. The first offering was held in January 2014 and ran for 4 
hours each day over 14 days [56 hours total]; A total of 108 out of 140 enrolled students 
attended this program: 75 of the enrolled 96 students from Campus A and 33 of the 
enrolled 44 students from the Campus B. In this initial offering of the 123 Program an 
LLN teacher with a nursing teacher assisting delivered a morning class, the nursing 
teacher who assisted with a second nursing teacher delivered an afternoon class at 
Campus A. The LLN teacher then delivered a session at Campus B. A second session 
held in July 2014, was only held at Campus A but open to students from both campuses. 
It was delivered solely by the LLN teacher. This session was provided for students 
commencing their program as a mid year intake, thus the cohort was much smaller, with 
13 students enrolled in the program. It was held over 10 days /4hours per day [40 hours 
total].  
While the upfront foundation program was developed in consultation with nursing 
teachers to distinguish necessary LLN skills in nursing, it fell short of providing 
opportunities to fully integrate LLN skills essential to the performance standard of 
enrolled nurses in the classroom. LLN and inclusive teaching and learning practices 
require a focus on systems and capacity building as a key concept for optimum 
development of integrated LLN programs (Waterhouse and McHardy, 2012). During the 
classroom observations and highlighted by most participants in the interviews the sheer 
volume of the content were issues impacting appropriate teaching and assessment 
strategies to increase literacy and numeracy skills and vocational training learner 
interactions in the classroom. Highly structured curriculum, and tight timeframes 
provided little instance to accommodate alternative inclusive approaches or experiential 
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learning environments to cater for diverse needs. One teacher indicated,  
We only cater for one or two learning styles – all lecture style. We don’t have time 
for group work. (140806_001T) 
Learning support 
In addition to the upfront foundation program, the Learning Skills Centre and 
library resources offered students opportunities to acquire and develop their study and 
LLN skills. A teacher provided a summary of the services on offer, saying: 
The Learning Skills Centre in the library – that’s one of the most common [means of LLN 
support within TAFE]…assessment help, editing, setting out paragraphs, referencing and 
for counselling and disability assistance. (140826_005T) 
TAFE records suggest that 75% of the student cohort across both campuses 
accessed the services offered by the Learning Skills Centre. Learning skills service 
support staff includes teachers with a wealth of experience assisting individual learners 
from varied educational backgrounds. At Campus B there were originally two learning 
support teachers and two tutors, and at Campus A one learning support teacher.  Support 
teachers worked from classrooms within the two libraries, but did not directly teach in the 
classroom or units of the course. During the period of the study, the provision of learning 
support decreased, as discussed below. Teachers or students participating in the study did 
not refer to a new online support service.  
Student testimonials suggested learning support provided through the Learning 
Skills Centre was useful, one student shared: 
I used it a couple of times and it was really good. (141015_004ES) 
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However, some students did not find it helpful, possibly as an effect of the reduced 
capacity of support and pressures on staff. As one student said: 
I’d go in there and say: ‘can I have an appointment to see you to ask questions about 
this?’  - and they would say: ‘Come back at 2pm’ but I’d have class at 2pm – they were 
never available when you needed to see them and they were just rude. (141015_005ES) 
Teachers believed that students’ perceived learning support through the Learning 
Skills Centre was within a deficit paradigm (Black and Yasukawa, 2013).  It was 
suggested that students did not want to access support services outside of their scheduled 
classes, while one teacher explained:  
Learning support has a bit of stigma – like a disability support – for slow people. 
(140826_04T)  
For many students the provision of extra-curricular learning support conflicted 
with work and family commitments. Some students indicated they did not use Learning 
Services; however, other resources in the Library were discussed more generally as useful 
and necessary. One student stated: 
No didn’t use the support services...  I did use the library a lot because I can’t afford the 
internet at home.  The library was fantastic, it could do with a few more computers and 
definitely a few more nursing text books, but other than that, yeah used the library a lot. 
(141014_003ES) 
Although technology is an indispensable requirement for student learning and to 
enhance core skill development, the fact remains that many VET students do not have 
personal access to these resources. Indeed, as implicit in the previous statement, there 
was a shortfall in the provision of these essential learning resources at TAFE. This 
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pronouncement is in direct contrast to accounts suggesting there is a ‘low utilisation rate 
of assets’ and ‘the deplorable legacy of inefficiency and wastage of resources’ at TAFE; 
points raised in the debate allowing private training providers use of TAFE facilities in 
the Parliamentary proceedings of May 2014 (Queensland Government 2014a, 1480).  
System-wide governance  
During the study, key directives implemented as part of the Queensland’s Higher Skills 
Program Policy 2014-15 resulted in a number of substantial changes to the VET sector 
and TAFE directly including:  
• Rationalisation of thirteen TAFE institutes into six regions under the parent entity 
TAFE Queensland, with a commercial focus and accountable directly to the 
Minister (Education and Innovation Committee, 2013) 
• In the 2012-13 budget, the state Government removed $43.9 million from the 
training, tertiary education and employment budget. For the 2013-14 financial 
year the sector was set to lose 422 full-time equivalent positions (Queensland 
Government 2014a, 1438) 
• In 2013, TAFE Queensland was established as a statutory entity, moving to a fully 
privatised VET sector. The board of TAFE Queensland was tasked with ensuring 
that the entity was ‘both commercially successful whilst still performing the role 
of the public provider’ (Queensland Government 2014a, 1438) 
These reforms generated significant changes to the governance arrangements of 
three independently administered TAFE institutes, including the two sites in the study, 
into a central region. Problematic to the provision of LLN support, the availability of 
learning support staff through the Learning Skills Centre was decreased at Campus A 
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from four days a week to one day a week, and at Campus B staffing levels were reduced 
from two teachers and two support tutors to one support tutor. An online support service 
was introduced and administered through a third Campus not involved in the study. 
The amalgamation of TAFE institutions under the new governance arrangements 
was remarked upon by the participants in the study as adversely impacting teaching, 
administration and vocational training placements. Improvement to efficiency and 
responsiveness espoused in ‘Great skills. Real opportunities’ (Queensland Government, 
2013) were not realised at the time of the study. In fact, efficiencies and responsiveness 
seemed to be further frustrated by staff turnover. One student observed:  
There’s been a big turnover of teachers… The amalgamation has affected it heaps, but 
I’d say that prior to that the lack of organisation was still there… Eventually we got 
through it, but ultimately there was a lack of organisation, especially - not amongst the 
teachers but amongst the facility itself. (141017_010ES) 
Teachers perceived the reforms had resulted in extemporaneous communication 
and system wide approaches, as well as adding pressure to retain and progress an 
increasing number of graduate students. Teachers cited a range of concerns including less 
than rigorous assessment and accreditation practices and the quality of information and 
feedback to and by teachers. One teacher lamented the lack of communication across the 
TAFE community of practice. She said: 
The systems don’t talk to each other– enrolment, grading, vocational placement system – 
very difficult processes to work in. (140826_004T) 
Another teacher believed information about students’ language, literacy and 
numeracy competency levels were not accessible to teachers. 
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We don’t get an overview of the student. There is that BKSB that they sit, but we don’t 
always get to hear those results. (140807_002T) 
The rationalisations and drive to be commercially successful affected the system 
wide governances at TAFE in ways that reduced opportunities to situate LLN education 
and support within a developmental systems approach.  
 
Money and the contestable market 
Money was seen as a key driver in the new vocational education and 
training ‘market’, and as a driver was understood as somewhat incompatible to learning 
and teaching goals. One teacher stated:  
We are now in a contestable market that comes back to money. Why would you enroll, 
pay $21K for a course that will take you 18 months, when you can enrol in xyz, a private 
RTO, pay $15K, get an iPad, and a 2 week holiday in Vanuatu?… Management say to us 
we need to meet quotas, this isn’t cost effective, there’s cuts already with the 
amalgamation of (TAFEs) – the whole VET system has changed to being a contestable 
market, it’s all about money.  So to try to appease students, assessment items get altered. 
Have we done ourselves a disservice? (140806_001T) 
Another teachers suggested:  
The students are always right because the students are paying the money. (140806_001T)  
Following reforms aligned with the Queensland’s Higher Skills Program Policy 
2014-15, both teachers and students remarked on staffing levels, administration, 
resources and overall support as notably reduced. Concerns raised in the study suggest 
that the recent deregulated market emphasis in Queensland’s VET funding arrangements 
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influenced the quality of services and resources provided to students; reduced the support 
available to students; and within the new governance arrangements accountability was 
determined by student quotas and monetary concerns more so than teaching and learning 
practice and outcomes, a point also argued by Noonan, Burke, Wade &and Pilcher 
(2014).   
The data emergent in this study suggest that the services, resources and support 
for study and LLN skills development, beyond the delivery of the upfront LLN skills 
building program, were negatively impacted by the regulatory changes arising from the 
Queensland’s Higher Skills Program Policy 2014-15. Organisational arrangements in 
TAFE, choice in market demands, academic integrity and provision of optimal resources 
were issues raised in the study and identified in other literature (Tapp, 2014; 2014; 
Brown, 2013; Mark and Karmel, 2010). There was a clear tension between TAFE 
institutions and other RTOs gaining a share of the market and delivering quality 
education and training for the workforce. 
Discussion  
Many of the considerations reported in this paper relate to the timing of the research, 
which was conducted over a 6 month period in 2014 during a rapid rate of change 
dominated by economic discourse for a fully privatised VET sector (Queensland 
Government, 2014b). A key driver for change was the high cost of providing vocational 
education under a traditional government-funded model. Balancing the implementation of 
programs to meet policy directives, such as the National Foundation Skills Strategy to 
support inclusive and integrated teaching and learning opportunities for learners with low 
levels of language, literacy, and numeracy, became difficult as it was markedly at odds 
with the ideologies of a fully contestable training market. 
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This paper focused on two recent policy developments that had distinctly 
challenging outcomes for inclusive teaching and learning arrangements and the LLN 
learning opportunities specific in the Diploma of Nursing course. The Diploma of 
Nursing is constituted by high-demand literacy requirements with an expectation that 
students attain ACSF level 5 on completion of the course. Assessment of literacy and 
numeracy skills at the start of the course suggested many students achieved less than 
ACSF Level 4. The introduction of the foundation program in response to the FSK 
Training Package provided an upfront LLN skills building program as a means to address 
all students’ foundation skills development in the context of nursing requirements.  
While the upfront LLN skills building program was contexualised in the core 
skills essential to the performance standard of an enrolled nurse, more is required to 
ensure that LLN skills development is situated and integral to the overall teaching of the 
Diploma of Nursing course and to achieve what Waterhouse and McHardy (2012) refer to 
as a developmental system approach.  
Policies derived from economic imperatives engender often-unintended practices 
from a range of stakeholders. In a deregulated market, VET providers are under 
considerable pressure to maintain market share, often at the expense of quality education 
and training (Noonan, Burke, Wade and Pilcher, 2014). Pressure to enrol and pass 
students in a fee-for-service climate can lead to a lowering of standards and a real danger 
of less than work-ready graduates. Students, similarly, are under pressure to pass, given 
the fee structures and (often) visa requirements for international students. These pressures 
can lead to issues around academic integrity (Crook, 2015), as reported in these data.  
The increasing cost burden to governments of providing education is a global 
issue. It strikes at the core of the underlying questions of: what are appropriate models for 
delivering education in an environment of rising costs/inability of government to be 
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solely responsible for the costs of education provision; and who should share in the 
payment of these increasing costs (Brown, 2013). Prioritising economic prosperity over 
social prosperity has implications for the ability of TAFE as the public VET provider to 
deliver training that maximises the contribution that people make to the workplace and 
the extent to which graduates’ skills can be harnessed to optimise performance. 
As the reforms for VET continue to be implemented in response to economic and 
social drivers and agendas it is imperative that research continues to investigate how 
these changes impact those who are directly affected by them. 
 
Conclusion 
This paper has drawn on a pilot study that examined current learning and teaching 
practices in a specific course, the Diploma of Nursing, that meet the LLN needs of its 
diverse student population. The investigation is framed within the wider economic and 
social contexts that drive the need for VET courses in Australia, Queensland. Several key 
changes in policy and funding impacted on the capacity of TAFE to fully contextualise 
and situate LLN skills development with in the Diploma of Nursing course.  
The release of the FSK Foundation Skills Training Package saw a move to tailor 
LLN skills to the particular requirements of the Diploma of Nursing course through 
consultation with nurse teachers. However the 123 program and maths workshops which 
were delivered ‘up front’ fell short of achieving a fully contexualised and situated method 
for learning and teaching. Critical concerns were raised about the new market-determined 
approach in relation to the volume of course content, loss of staff with specific skills, 
reduction in student access to essential services, flexibility and attention to varied 
modalities, system wide communication and choice in market demands. Such concerns 
have been raised before and highlight various frictions in juggling priorities between 
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economic and social drivers to address LLN needs of students in the VET sector (Tapp, 
2014; Brown, 2013; Mark and Karmel, 2010). Bowman and McKenna (2015) recently 
concluded that while Australia’s integrated model of national skills standards and a 
national framework for awarding qualifications are major strengths of the system, the 
requirement of public providers to operate in an environment of greater competition has 
resulted in organisational disruption.  
Considerable challenges exist for TAFE to balance economic competitiveness and 
provide optimum training systems that produce skilled individuals who are able to 
contribute to economic growth and prosperity. Ensuring more Australians are work ready, 
productive, and can participate meaningfully in economic and social life, requires training 
systems that are responsive to active processes for learning and teaching and that provide 
opportunities to connect with, and meet the needs of all learners.  
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Table 1. Participant Summary 
Teacher Cohort Summary Students Cohort Summary 
• 5 teachers interviewed 
• Age range- 37-54 years 
• Years teaching- 7 weeks to 6 years 
• Contractual arrangement- full-time 
permanent, fulltime temporary, part time 
ongoing, part time temporary, casual 
• LLN/ESL/LOTE training- only one teacher 
had specific training twelve years earlier 
• Teacher training- Cert IV TAA/TAE, Grad 
Dip in Adult and Tertiary Education 
• Nurse Training- BNursing, Grad Dip. Dip 
and Masters  
• 68 enrolled students in final semester 
2014 
• 88 students observed in typical classroom 
teaching and learning conducted in 5 
classrooms  
• 16 students interviewed (1 withdrawn 
student, 15 currently enrolled) 
• Age range 20-41 years 
• Language background included: 
Mandarin, Arabic/Kurdish, Tongan, 
Taiwanese and English 
• All students had Australian citizenship 
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